Informed by the experiences of former peer mentors, this qualitative study examines the structure of opportunity of a university retention program. Extending the concept of social capital, the study investigates the experiences of students who served as peer mentors, and how their involvement in the retention program has influenced their social and academic development while in college. Findings suggest that employing peer mentors can be mutually beneficial to retention efforts since the peer mentors were trained to demonstrate aspects of advocacy, role modeling, and acting as human bridges for the program participants while also benefiting from those very forms of institutional support embedded in the program structure. Specifically, peer mentors developed important peer-to-peer and peer-to-staff social relationships that aided in their own retention.
mentee. Little research has focused on the influence of the peer mentoring role on the students serving as mentors or the program itself. This article begins to address this gap. First, we explore issues of college student development and retention from the perspectives of the peer mentor rather than the mentee. We were interested in learning about how the experiences of students in paid peer mentor positions influence their academic and social development. In doing so, we extend both practical and theoretical notions of peer mentoring, student retention, and academic success. Second, we place these issues within a structural context-by examining the retention program itself and analyzing the organizational components that lead to student development and retention. Finally, we highlight how peer mentors become connected within a social support system in which they benefit from and reciprocate elements of social capital, such as networking.
This study is noteworthy as it represents one of the first that intentionally sought to understand development and retention from the perspective of the peer mentor as opposed to the mentee. As we will demonstrate, although few studies do exist that document the benefits of peer mentoring for mentors, in at least one of the key articles on the subject, peer mentors were not the original focus of the authors' study (see Good, Halpin, & Halpin, 2000) . Additionally, because we were studying issues of undergraduate retention from an organizational perspective, we were able to uncover specific programming processes that contributed to peer mentors' experiences.
We approached this study from a social capital (Stanton-Salazar, 2001 ) framework. Our objective was to examine the structure of opportunity (Rosenbaum, 1978) fostered within a retention program by focusing on the peer mentor experiences, acquisition of social capital, and development of social networks. In doing so, we demonstrate the institutional support (Stanton-Salazar, 2001 ) that peer mentors cultivate, embody, and benefit from as influenced by their roles as peer mentors. Our article was guided by the following research question: How does the organizational structure of a university retention program influence development and retention in peer mentors?
RELEVANT LITERATURE
Many predominantly white institutions have maintained retention programs targeted at students of color for the last 30 years (Oseguera, Locks, & Vega, 2009) . These programs operate with the goal of providing resources and services specific to the needs of underrepresented students. Retention programs work to establish educational environments for students of color that facilitate a positive sense of self (Oseguera et al., 2009) , assist students with a smooth transition into their freshmen year, and advocate for students of color (Lopez-Mulnix & Mulnix, 2006) . Many of these programs, such as TRiO programs, summer bridge programs, and first-year retention programs, include elements that support students by building academic skills, providing cultural programming, tutoring, counseling, and peer mentoring (Lopez-Mulnix & Mulnix, 2006; Oseguera et al., 2009) . It is recommended that retention initiatives serving students of color employ faculty, staff, and students with diverse backgrounds, especially in the area of mentoring (Lopez-Mulnix & Mulnix, 2006) . We look specifically to peer mentoring as an important component to these retention initiatives.
Peer Mentor Experience
During the past three decades, the concept of mentoring has become increasingly popular in higher education (Budge, 2006) . Mentoring is widely understood to be a tool to encourage success and is defined in a variety of ways; yet there is no standard operational definition of mentoring (Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Jacobi, 1991) . Over 50 definitions of mentoring have been identified in the literature (Crisp & Cruz, 2009 ). Nora and Crisp (2007) suggest that rather than debating about a common definition of mentoring, a discussion about what frames a mentoring experience would be more beneficial. They examined four domains of mentoring: psychological/emotional support, goal setting and career paths, academic subject knowledge support, and role modeling (Nora & Crisp, 2007, pp. 342-343) . Despite the proposed conceptual framework for mentoring (Nora & Crisp, 2007) , and a growing body of research on mentoring in higher education (Strayhorn & Terrell, 2007; Torres & Hernandez, 2009) , research on the experiences of the peer mentors remains limited. For the purposes of this study, we draw on Harmon's (2006) definition of peer mentoring "as a form of peer education where students serve as role models to fellow students and provide them with support and guidance" (p. 56). Peer mentoring represents an important resource for students as they transition to higher education; an element that has been demonstrated to increase student persistence and retention (Astin, 1996; Grant-Vallone & Ensher, 2000) .
The first study, conducted by Good, Halpin, and Halpin (2000) , found that mentors experienced interpersonal growth and enhanced critical thinking skills. The authors analyzed journals of 19 engineering peer mentors. Originally, journal prompts were meant to assist with a program evaluation of the minority engineering program and were a means of providing ongoing feedback to the peer mentors while they worked with their mentees. Good, Halpin, and Halpin (2000) reported that while the original intent of the journals were to gather program information, "an unintentional side effect occurred with the journals" (p. 377). Peer mentors reported on their own personal and academic development. Based on these responses, the authors conducted a content analysis and collected peer mentors' grade point averages over one year. Peer mentor journals revealed personal development in the form of communication, confidence, and identity. Mentors cited gains in development of leadership skills, responsibility, and a sense of self-satisfaction and belonging. The mentors refined their own study habits based on information learned through their positions and became more motivated to succeed academically (Good et al., 2000) .
Similarly, in another qualitative study about peer mentors serving first-year students, Harmon (2006) found that mentors developed an awareness of their own growth and maturation and became integrated into a community of peer mentors. The focus of Harmon's study was on the learning processes and outcomes of peer mentors working with undergraduate first-year students enrolled in learning communities. Peer mentors in this program served 1 to 2 years, ranged from sophomores to seniors, and were paid for their mentoring roles. Seven peer mentors who served during one specific academic year participated in semistructured individual interviews. The study described a network of peers who furthered student development since they were a part of a collaborative learning process where they gained skills in organization and planning, and learned how to interact with individuals from diverse backgrounds (Harmon, 2006) . Both the Good et al. (2000) and the Harmon (2006) studies represent some of the first research specifically focusing on the benefits and growth peer mentors experienced as part of their employment with retention initiatives. However, the Good et al. (2000) study was originally meant to provide program assessment information rather than specifically focus on the peer mentors. Thus, it is unclear how much additional information could have been gathered had the study's focus been on the peer mentors from the beginning. Harmon's (2006) study extends the research by focusing on the experiences of the peer mentors. However, the sample size is small (seven students) and the study lacked a specific theoretical or methodological framework to guide the design and analysis of the data. Additionally, each study focused on a retention program differing in design and organizational structure from the current summer transition program included in this study. While findings from Good et al. (2000) help us to understand the experiences of peer mentors in engineering retention programs and Harmon (2006) provided an understanding of the experiences of peer mentors in academic-year learning communities, neither study draws from summer transition retention initiatives.
Missing from all of these studies is a discussion of the programmatic and organizational elements that contribute to the gains experienced by peer mentors. The current study fills this gap by exploring how the organizational structures and established social networks of the program influenced peer mentor development and retention. In designing this study we also sought to include a larger sample size (25 participants) consisting of peer mentors from different academic years in school and various majors. We are informed by Harmon's (2006) findings around community and social development which are key to understanding how benefits can be linked to strong social networks; a notion that will be expanded upon in our findings section.
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
In addressing our research question, we draw conceptually from two areas: the concept of structure of opportunity (Rosenbaum, 1978) and the theory of social capital (Stanton-Salazar, 2001 ). The notion of structure of opportunity was first developed by Rosenbaum (1978) in his study about the structures of opportunity within a high school and its affect on students' opportunities in society. Rosenbaum examined structural processes in schools like selection systems, grade-weighting, and tracking. His use of structure of opportunity allowed for an understanding of how different tracking mechanisms influenced students' careers after high school graduation. Other researchers have used the same term when studying the structure of internal promotion opportunities in organizations (Baron, Davis-Blake, & Bielby, 1986) and opportunities associated with the intersection between race and where one lives (Squires & Kubrin, 2006) . We draw upon structure of opportunity to understand how organizational structures and processes within a retention program influence students' opportunities during and after the completion of their employment as peer mentors. Because structures of opportunity are often influenced by social processes, we turn next to the framework of social capital.
References to social capital tend to center on the work of Bourdieu (1973 Bourdieu ( , 1977 , Coleman (1988), and Stanton-Salazar (2001) . The original development of social capital came from Bourdieu (1973 Bourdieu ( , 1977 , who noted that people intentionally built their relationships for the benefits that they would provide at a later time (Portes, 2000) . Bourdieu (1973) further described the nature of reproduction of structures, which are understood as "systems of objective relations which impart their properties to individuals with whom they pre-exist and survive" (p. 71). This system fills its role by transmitting and reproducing power and privilege. Bourdieu's concept of social capital has been criticized for not addressing how resources are activated and the difficulties in obtaining social support from significant individuals (Stanton-Salazar, 2001 ). Coleman (1988) sought to capture the social organization of the process of rational action in the analysis of social systems. Thus, social capital was a tool in helping to understand the social organization of these processes. Ultimately, the function identified by social capital was the value of social structures as resources to individuals that could be used to achieve goals and interests. Coleman (1988) called attention to the obligations, expectations, and trustworthiness that are integral to sustained relationships and allow for the flow and exchange of resources and support.
Finally, Stanton-Salazar (2001) expanded the definition of social capital to represent the "properties existing within socially patterned associations among people that, when activated, enable them to accomplish their goals or to empower themselves in some meaningful way" (p. 265). This definition mirrors Bourdieu (1973 Bourdieu ( , 1977 as it is rooted in a class-economic framework, but Stanton-Salazar also addressed how resources and social capital are activated and the role that significant individuals play in the activation. Stanton-Salazar (2001) highlighted that research on social capital, particularly research informed by Coleman's (1988) definition, remains decontextualized and does not grant attention to the unequal power relationships in society. Central to Stanton-Salazar's definition of social capital is the acknowledgment of individuals' experiences being socially embedded. He states, An individual's daily existence (and ultimately, his or her life chances) is fundamentally shaped by structured and accumulated opportunities for entering multiple institutional contexts and forging relationships with people who control resources and who generally participate in power. (p. 17) Therefore, activating capital and institutional support play pivotal roles. Institutional support represents opportunities created to help under-represented individuals cope with marginalizing forces in society and to enable them to socially advance despite these forces (Stanton-Salazar, 2001 ). According to StantonSalazar (2001) , institutional support consists of six forms: funds of knowledge, human bridging, advocacy, role modeling, emotional/moral support, and personalized advice and guidance. For our purposes, we will focus on aspects of bridging, advocacy, role modeling, and support, which are defined in the following ways (Stanton-Salazar, 2001 , p. 268):
• Bridging: human bridges connect individuals to various gatekeepers and social networks, provide access to institutional funds of knowledge, and offer advocacy, role modeling, support, and guidance; • Advocacy: process of intervening on behalf of another; • Role modeling: modeling behaviors associated with effective participation in mainstream domains and effective coping with stratification forces; • Support: support with coping of mainstream domains and stratification forces.
In this study, these four types of institutional support are highlighted through the social connections made between peer-to-staff and peer-to-peer relationships.
The types of institutional support inform our data collection, analysis, and discussion detailed in the following sections. Using this framework allowed us to understand the extent to which formal peer mentor roles aid in navigating conventional institutional domains and power structures. Further, we draw from these forms of institutional support to expand on the notion of structure of opportunity. In this case, the structure of opportunity is developed organizationally within the program itself and among the various purposeful components of the program such as formal training, networking, and planned opportunities to extend social networks.
METHODS
We used qualitative methods and sought to understand the influence of peer mentor roles on student retention and success from the perspective of the peer mentors. This study was conducted at a large, Research I institution located in the southwest, and focused on a 6-week summer transition program for incoming freshmen. Data was collected and analyzed in two phases. The first phase consisted of collecting text narratives in the form of online essays from peer mentors, with the second phase consisting of four focus groups with peer mentors. Each phase will be explained in detail below.
Program Profile
This program was relevant for this exploratory inquiry because in all of its 40+ years on campus, the experiences of peer mentors have never been formally studied. The program was established in 1969 in response to under-represented students demonstrating the lack of services for ethnic minority and low-income students on campus. Thus, elements of student initiated action and agency have a history with this program. It was appropriate then to study the role of students formally associated with this program given their history of involvement.
The program serves approximately 250 students each year. The majority of the program participants are graduates from in-state high schools, qualify for need-based financial aid, and identify as students of color. Additionally, many of the students are first-generation college students. Because of where this university is located geographically, the majority of students attending this program identify as Latina/o or Hispanic (approximately 60%). The program consists of three distinct components. In general, the role of a peer mentor in this program is to provide important university information and to serve as a trusting peer to whom students can turn for questions and concerns. The residential component is staffed by six peer mentors. The residential peer mentors are responsible for residence hall safety, programming, and community building. These peer mentors live on campus with approximately 60-80 of the program participants each summer. In the orientation component, students meet daily in small-group workshops and learn about first-year transition issues. This component is typically staffed by 18 peer mentors each summer. The orientation peer mentors are responsible for developing and presenting daily curriculum around student success topics like financial planning, time management, diversity and inclusion, and campus resources. They also meet individually with each of their 15-20 students twice during the summer. Finally, the academic component provides an opportunity for students to take a university course in math, English, or anthropology taught by doctoral students.
Peer mentors who work with the residential and orientation components attend training 3 weeks before the program begins. Training starts with a 2-day off site retreat. The goals of the retreat are twofold: community development and an immersion into social justice. The program personnel encourages the student staff to consider social justice and critical consciousness on a variety of levels: developing a deeper awareness of self, developing a deeper awareness and broader perspective of others, developing a deeper awareness and broader perspective of social issues, and seeing one's potential to make change (Cipolle, 2010, p. 7) . The intensive training that follows the retreat is meant to not only provide skills (i.e., para-professional counseling skills, classroom management skills, and knowledge of campus resources); it is also meant to develop a strong community and expose peer mentors to issues of access, transition, and educational inequity. Peer mentoring staff met daily once students arrive to the program, and 1 day each week was designated for continued professional development.
Participants
The program employs approximately 40 peer mentors every summer. Peer mentors are selected through a rigorous interview process which includes individual interviews and a series of group interviews. Efforts are taken to assemble a peer mentor staff that reflects the diversity of program participants, including a variety of majors and racial/ethnic backgrounds. Peer mentors begin their training for the program in late May each year and conclude their duties at the end of July. During the spring of 2009 we invited 48 former peer mentors who were currently enrolled at the institution to participate in this study. We utilized criteria sampling to recruit participants for the study (Creswell, 2007) , which included serving as a former peer mentor for the retention program and being a currently enrolled student (either graduate or undergraduate) at the institution. Such purposeful sampling ensured that participants were all within a semester to 5-year range of completing their peer mentor roles. The choice to interview students after their official peer mentor role had ended was intentional. We were interested in learning about how students' peer mentor experiences later influenced their academic and social development. In making this decision we are also aware of the potential limitations. For example, interviewing students during their official employment as peer mentors would have allowed for additional data to be collected (i.e., observations and field notes). However, we were particularly interested in students' post-program reflections.
Of the 48 invited participants, 25 students participated in phase one of the data collection and 22 participated in phase two. Each phase of data collection is described in detail in the following sections. Phase one included 9 males and 16 females. Students were encouraged to select all of the racial and ethnic groups they identified with; this included 3 Asian/Pacific Americans, 3 African American, 16 Latina/os, 4 Native Americans, 4 White students, 1 biracial student, and 1 multiracial student. We include these self-identifiers when presenting student quotes. Phase two included 6 males and 16 females. Sophomores through graduate students represented a range of academic majors. Over half of the students participated in the summer program when they entered the university as new freshmen. For a complete participant profile see Table 1 .
Data Collection and Analysis
Two phases of data were collected as part of this study. Phase one included a collection of text narratives using online essays. These short narratives described events with specific emphasis on significant aspects of their employment as peer mentors (Chase, 2005) . These short narratives consisted of three questions: participants were asked to: a) reflect on their own transition into college, b) their role as a peer mentor, and c) the role of retention initiatives. Student narratives were analyzed using narrative text analysis (Riessman, 1993) and we paid particular attention to how students made meaning of their peer mentor experiences (Chase, 2005) . Important in the analysis of narratives is the acknowledgment of participants' social resources and settings. This type of data collection and analysis was fitting for capturing participants' experiences since all were members of overlapping social, organizational, and cultural settings within the retention program (i.e., same training, program culture, and program expectations) (Chase, 2005) . In doing so, we began to establish patterns across participants' narratives that were further explored in the focus groups.
Phase two of data collection was a series of four focus group interviews. Each focus group had between four and seven participants. Focus groups were appropriate for this study because participants were engaging in a process of collective sense making-a community dialogue based on their shared experiences (Mertens, 1998; Wibeck, Dahlgren, & Oberg, 2007) . In addition to the benefit of group interaction, focus groups provided participants the opportunity to clarify or expand on thoughts based on participant exchanges and exemplified the collegiality experienced in their peer mentor roles (Morgan & Krueger, 1993) . Furthermore, because of the common collegiality, participants were able to (2) RA (1) PA (1) PA (1) PA (1) RA (1) RA (2) PA (1) PA ( encourage each other to make meaning of their peer mentor roles (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) . Initial coding for the text narratives from phase one began before the focus groups were conducted. Coding from text narratives were grouped into the following categories: peer-to-peer encouragement and influence, personal and professional growth, reflection on peer mentor role, and the role of training, giving back (i.e., reciprocity), and expanding social networks. We used findings from this preliminary inductive analysis to inform the questions asked during the focus group interviews. Focus group interviews concentrated on the peer mentors' academic and social development and gains as student employees, particularly the development of social relationships. Previous research on the role of peer mentors by Harmon (2006) and Good et al. (2000) also informed the focus group protocol. Questions specifically focused on participants' expectations of their role, influential moments, personal growth and change, and concluded with questions about social development and networks.
The next level of coding began after all focus group interviews had been transcribed; this included returning to the text narratives for a secondary deductive analysis. The coding process consisted of prefigured codes developed from social capital literature and based on our researcher notes constructed after each of the focus group interviews (Creswell, 2007) . We coded examples of activation of social capital, social networks, stories of support and empowerment, and relationships with university institutional agents. Since social capital consists of resources embedded in social relations and social structure (Lin, 1999) , we were interested in aspects of trust-building, bonding, and solidarity that came from the experiences as a peer mentor, but also the structure in which these relationships were cultivated. Next, we began grouping data into themes and revisited the transcripts to verify existing themes and develop sub-themes. Finally, as Creswell (2007) suggests, we ended with creating data tables, one for the student text narratives and one for the focus groups, which highlighted each theme and sub-theme and included specific quotes that fell into each category. These data tables built upon the text narrative categories mentioned previously and also included the following new categories based on the focus group interviews: career and professional path, skill development, shared knowledge, sense of belonging, community building, and the development of social justice.
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness was established through various validation strategies. First, given the pre-existing relationship that we had with many of the participants, an initial level of trust and rapport was already present. Likewise, as former participants and employees of the same program, we understood the culture and practices of the program. It is the case that both authors have insider knowledge of the retention program, as we have extensive employment histories with the program. The first author was the assistant director of the program for 3 years and directly supervised many of the peer mentors. The second author coordinated the program that students transitioned into after completing the summer program. Many of the peer mentors employed during the summer became peer mentors during the academic year program that the second author coordinated. As such, we are invested in retention initiatives of this type, particularly for under-represented students. We acknowledge our view of retention programs, our relationships with participants, and knowledge of the program as potential researcher bias. Some may consider this insider knowledge a limitation. This research was conducted after our employment with the programs and such insider knowledge became an asset when establishing rapport with study participants and when gaining the trust and support of the staff who oversaw the program. Likewise, Creswell (2007) indicates that building trust with participants and understanding the culture are both important strategies in establishing validation. We accounted for our potential biases by engaging in peer debriefing and member checking.
Peer debriefing is an important validation strategy. We utilized the professional expertise of two graduate student researchers who worked with similar retention programs to provide an "external check of the research process" (Creswell, 2007, p. 208) . The peer debriefing occurred during bimonthly research meetings where we discussed analysis procedures, preliminary findings, and refinement of presentation of data. Finally, we engaged in member-checking activities (Creswell, 2007) including sending drafts of articles to program administrators for verification that we were accurately representing the programmatic and structural elements of the retention program. We also presented preliminary findings to some of the study participants, whose feedback and questions provided further refinement to the presentation of findings. We understand the possibility of our own experiences as former peer mentors tainting data analysis and interpretation. While these biases have the potential to negatively influence our data collection and analysis, we took extra care with the aforementioned validation strategies.
FINDINGS
We present the findings not as separate, independent themes, but interconnected where each theme builds upon the previous, providing an illustrative account of students' experiences as peer mentors. The first section begins with the structure of opportunity found within the program. The next two sections focus on the sense of community that is constructed both internally and externally as part of the program and the extension of that community into social networks. Each theme highlights the ways in which the program and the mentoring role contributed to peer mentors' development and retention. The themes are connected by a common thread, which we found to be the major benefit experienced by peer mentors-the development of social relationships. These relationships are evidenced among peers-to-peers and peers-to-staff.
We first open with a quote by Rolando, a Hispanic senior who articulates the importance of the program in creating significant changes for him.
It didn't hit me until the last day of the program when we were in that huge circle. It really changed who I was and who I am now. I would say it was a life changing experience, not in a drastic or dramatic way, but it definitely influenced me in a huge way that I was not expecting whatsoever. I mean, I knew some change would come, but it was just so fast and substantial. It blindsided me, and it hit me right then and there. That's why I almost broke down. I couldn't believe it was over and I was so different than I was 6 weeks ago.
Rolando's quote prompts us to ask what contributed to his growth and change, and why was this change so significant for him? To answer these questions we turn to each of the themes.
Structure of Opportunity
Notions of organizational culture to help explain the structure of opportunity present within the program. The organizational culture represented in this particular program is one of shared values and allowed for peer mentors to develop a collective identity and group norms (Kuh & Whitt, 2000) . As Museus (2008) pointed out in reference to educational institutions, culture is represented in what an institution has and in what an institution does (p. 569). Although we are applying the notion of culture to a particular program, the sentiment holds true. This section highlights both the culture represented within the organizational structure of the program and how that culture influences the individuals associated with it. The repetitious, deliberate nature of various structural elements of the program like the staff retreat and training provided the basis for the development of culture, a community, and ultimately, a social network. Structural elements include purposeful, ongoing, and interactive training on topics ranging from social justice to educational theories, campus resources and program events designed to introduce the staff and participants to key individuals across campus.
We begin with a quote by Derek who emphasized the importance of attending an off-campus retreat prior to 3 weeks of training. After another peer mentor confirmed Derek's sentiment, he went on to say:
Just being able to see the difference-the personality differences in people and where they're from and what their background is and what their values are and what they care about and see how that affects group dynamic is just so cool. And to be able to have that background and that knowledge and that advantage before you go into training is incredible.
In this program, there was an intentional effort to bring the student staff together prior to the start of the program to create a common experience. As expressed by Derek and other peer mentors, the retreat represented one of the first spaces where peer-to-peer social relationships were formed. The off-campus retreat represented an opportunity for the peer mentors to reflect on their college experiences and their role as a peer mentor. The intent of the retreat was to create a sense of trust and collective identity with the staff through personal reflection, team building, and social justice activities. Alyssa continued the discussion by addressing the 3 weeks of training:
I grew tremendously during the weeks of training and the program. I was a little immature, but luckily my supervisors that summer provided me with the skills, resources, tools, and guidance to become a better personpersonally and professionally. (Alyssa, Black graduate student)
In addition to creating trust among the staff, the training also focused on educating the mentors about social justice issues and providing various types of skill building. For example, in the following quote Candice highlighted how her communication skills were developed during training and enhanced in her interactions with her students and peer mentor colleagues:
One thing that stands out to me is the role of being a mentor and being a better listener. The whole act of listening I think is really important. . . . I would just like to stress how important the training was to me in terms of my college experience and me being a better student and friend. It's usually more obvious to see the benefits of being a mentor for the students I had but working with the other peer mentors in the training was also really beneficial. (Candice, White senior) One of the most frequently discussed new skills described by peer mentors was in the development of being a socially just individual. Raising the staff's social justice consciousness (Cipolle, 2010) was encouraged through readings and discussions about educational access and inequities, power, and privilege. It also occurred through specific activities and dialogue about personal experiences.
As a staff member you really gain a lot of new insights and perspectives. You also gain a lot of great skills. Not just during training, but you're able to expand upon everything that was covered in training. You learn how to handle conflicts, what to do in case of emergencies, what it means to be inclusive, diverse, and socially just, and how to respectfully challenge others on their beliefs; especially students who are all coming from their respective high schools and might not have experienced other people outside of their own little bubble. (Shaina, Mexican & Apache sophomore) Shaina went on to describe her passion for working with social justice and equity initiatives. After her initial experience working with this summer program, Shaina continued in a mentoring role with students in a local middle school coordinated through a university outreach project. In many cases, we observed a pattern of initial involvement in the program that became a stepping-stone to other opportunities on campus and in the local community. While the opportunity to continue working with similar programs was often facilitated by the individuals and resources peer mentors were introduced to as part of their peer mentor role, the passion and excitement for working with such initiatives seemed to be developed over the course of training and the summer. Findings suggest that over half (65%) of the peer mentors who participated in this study went on to work with other social justice and equity programs. The opposite was also true. For five of the peer mentors in this study, their initial involvement began with other university programs. These programs often worked collaboratively (i.e., as the recruiting mechanism where the peer mentor worked as a student admissions recruiter) to direct their student staff into this particular summer employment experience.
The final quote in this section highlights staff development that occurred at the end of the program. Rolando highlighted one such event as significant in realizing how he had changed over the course of the summer. Rolando illustrated not only a personal change and growth, but one that was facilitated by the program community. His mention of the "huge circle" was an example of a final day ritual that the coordinating staff created as a way to engage in community reflection. As he shared his experience in the focus group, others nodded and affirmed Rolando's experience.
It was clear that structural factors such as training, group development, and retreats influenced social relationships among the peer mentors, development of new skills-particularly in the area of social justice-and provided a bridge to other opportunities. It also contributed to the development of community. Through their reflections, peer mentors realized their role in the community and the role of the community in their own development. The programmatic structures provided an entrée into social networks via new relationships and human bridges.
The Community
Community-building was a significant component in the peer mentors' experiences. Similar to Harmon's (2006) findings, peer mentors drew upon one another when needing resources for working with their students and for gaining insight into classroom management issues. However, as Rolando explained above, peer mentors played a much larger role-they were active members in the development of one another. This aligns with research conducted by Museus (2008) whose study of African-American and Asian-American students found that ethnic student organizations served as sources of critical academic, social, and emotional support for students (p. 579). While this particular program is structurally different from a student-run organization, both studies highlight the importance of peers in the development of one another and in the cultural connections that are provided. When asked to address why they applied for the peer mentor position, Sara explained how her colleagues supported her decision to return in a position with more supervisory responsibilities:
It really was the people who knew me best-it was probably one of the greatest compliments because they see something in you and they encourage you to go further. (Sara, Persian graduate student) Sara was describing those people in her community who not only supported and cultivated her development, but became her human bridges (Stanton-Salazar, 2001 ), connecting her with new opportunities. For example, Sara worked for the program for four summers and decided to pursue a professional path in higher education. Thus, her involvement with the program became a bridge into external professional opportunities. Peer mentors were not only connected to opportunities through human bridges, they became human bridges for others.
[Former students] tend to look up to you and ask you questions or for advice when it comes to their new college experiences . . . it is enjoyable to see how they progress in their education and personal lives. (Melina, Native American senior) Students' roles as peer mentors became a new way of looking at themselves. They began to realize that their community of peers and responsibilities extended beyond the parameters of summer employment. When probed to discuss how these communities were formed, the peer mentors again noted the initial training sessions. Pablo stated, "I think you achieve that with a really, a well thought out, extended kind of meaningful retreat that occurs."
Likewise, another important aspect of social capital is the investment in relationship building (Portes, 2000) . Again, we note the development of peer-to-peer relationships. One peer mentor commented: I think the [program] experience touches on an important part of life, which is relationship building. So everything is about relationships and I think that everyone in this world wants valuable relationships. And [the program] was such a relationship builder. (Adrianna, Hispanic senior) Students in this study were afforded new opportunities because of the relationships with peers and active involvement with the broader community on campus. Thus, these relationships represent more than an on-campus job or friendship developed during a job; they represent enhanced access to educational opportunities. As an example, we offer the following conversation which highlights why peer mentors initially applied for the position: We see multiple layers of relationship building and mentorship happening. Both Elsa and Shannon received mentoring during their summers as incoming freshmen in the program; what is unique is that this type of mentoring continued as they became staff members. Returning peer mentors began supporting the new peer mentors. They in turn began mentoring their own students. Sara summed up the importance of these peer relationships by stating:
I want other people to have the opportunity to have an experience. Not necessarily my experience, but just the opportunity to make their own experience and go through a program that is really there to help them succeed. How often do you get to be part of something where everyone's wanting you to be successful at every turn? (Sara, Persian graduate student) This investment in people and relationships highlighted in this section leads into the next set of findings which demonstrate the external social networks and opportunities beyond the program. Of particular significance is the shift from peer-to-peer relationship development to peer-to-staff relationship development. In many cases, these relationships were again facilitated by programmatic structures and events.
Establishing Networks
Social support, resources, and networks occur as a direct result of activating relationships or as a by-product of social interaction (Stanton-Salazar, 2001 ). In this case, resources and networks were developed as a result of the community that was activated through the organizational structures of the program-or, as Julissa put it, "It's a support system that gets built. There's like an invisible web that goes around."
The following examples illustrate the beginning of social network, in the form of peer-to-staff relationships, being developed with institutional agents. Here, Bill described the coming months as he prepared for graduate school: The same Dean was referenced as an important institutional agent in another focus group as well. When asked how Adrianna learned of the Dean's role, she replied:
She presented during a [program event] and I know it was for the students but I was like, 'can I talk to you for a moment?' So it was just that I saw her there and then I heard her name five hundred times and I was like, well maybe she's a person that I should know. And that's how it happened, so just from seeing her present during one of the fair things for students. (Adrianna, Hispanic senior) We include these quotes because they highlight two important points. One, a sponsored event that took place during the program facilitated peer mentors' introductions to the Dean. Second, their new relationship with the Dean facilitated a critical educational possibility-graduate school.
Peer mentors' experiences in this program did not just extend their networks or connect them with new opportunities, these experiences became integral to their success as students. Of the peer mentors we spoke with, Pablo had worked for the program the longest and in many different roles. At one point, Pablo was responsible for coordinating and training the peer mentors and knew well the larger impact that this could have:
For me the experience of working for [the program] was much more than just a job. I think it was also instrumental in my own retention as it enabled me to make more and more connections with other students and university staff each year that I participated, and therefore more and more people wanted to see me graduate. I believe it was this experience that retained me as a student employee and affected my own personal decision to work in higher education now as a graduate. (Pablo, Latino graduate student)
Through these examples, we see that the connections developed during the program linked peer mentors to people and programs that continued to facilitate their development, and retention at the university. In some cases, like Pablo, Alyssa, and Sara, this role also facilitated the development of new professional paths into student affairs. The examples of expanded networks that we highlight support the idea of bringing new people into an "institutional, resource-sharing network" (Stanton-Salazar, 2001, p. 7) . Perhaps Felisha summarizes it best in the following quote as she described her personal growth that resulted from her role as a peer mentor. Felicia specifically addressed the sense of obligation she felt, an element of social capital in which individuals in environments with high levels of obligation are thought to have more social capital from which they can draw (Coleman, 1988) . Her quote captures the reciprocal nature of these networking relationships, expanding the notion of obligation to include elements of empowerment, accomplishment, and trust (Stanton-Salazar, 2001 ). Thus, the more connections peer mentors felt with community and extended networks, the more a sense of obligation and reciprocity developed.
DISCUSSION
Retention initiatives often strive to provide academic and social support to assist students in succeeding in their first year of college. Specifically, student-initiated retention programs are noted for developing knowledge, skills, and community ties for the students being served (Maldonado, Rhoads, & Buenavista, 2005) . Findings from this study suggest that peer mentors of retention programs can experience similar benefits. We contend that the peer mentor role serves as a powerful mechanism in the retention of both the mentor and the mentee.
More importantly, we argue that the program itself serves as an activating force, as an institution where social capital is exchanged-through the organizational structure and culture and through the established social networks that the program personnel seek to cultivate and maintain. Through the organizational structure and culture of the program, important peer-to-peer and peer-to-staff relationships are developed. Rosenbaum's (1978) concept of structures of opportunity help to further understand this. His findings suggest that educational mobility occurred for students in more rigorous academic tracks. The findings in this study extend Rosenbaum's concept by highlighting the structural processes of one programthe training, organizational rituals, staff development, and community building that facilitated enhanced social and educational mobility for students. Of particular importance were the elements of human bridging, advocacy, role modeling, and social support (Stanton-Salazar, 2001 ) that were present within these structural processes. Additionally, the examples above demonstrate that peer mentors experienced more than enhanced academic skills and self-reflection (Harmon, 2006) ; they were embedded within an invisible web of support in which they benefited and reciprocated social capital. Peer mentors became important institutional agents for one another and the students they mentored, further cultivating social capital. This extension of social capital is consistent with the work of Tierney and Venegas (2006) who posit that "if social capital occurs via networking in schools, peers have the potential to be part of that network" (p. 1690).
Thus, while the focus of the program may not have been on those individuals that it was employing, we must consider these less intentional, albeit equally important, aspects of the program.
We return to the program itself and offer a further explanation of the opportunity structures that have evolved over time, extending beyond the program and into the community. Much of what was presented in the findings would not have been possible had the university not made an institutional commitment to provide financial and human resources for this program. Partnerships across academic, auxiliary, and student affairs units are necessary in order for this program to function on an annual basis. Beyond the partnerships, a financial investment has been made by the institution to cover summer tuition for students who enroll in the program each year. The reach of this program also extends well outside of university walls. At the time of this writing, the program had served nearly 13,000 students over the course of 40 years, with many alumni working in various leadership positions in the local community. Their supportboth financial and moral-allows for an external commitment to be present and assists in the sustainability of this program. It also provides for a network of program alumni, employees, and scholars to utilize as resources. Thus, the benefits that peer mentors receive are supported by structures of opportunity found within the program, the university, and the community.
This study is significant for several reasons. It represents one of few studies that explores dimensions of academic and social development from the perspective of the peer mentor as opposed to the mentee. The study builds off of previous research by Good et al. (2000) and Harmon (2006) and supports their findings that peer mentors develop enhanced academic skills, communication skills, confidence, and a community of peers. Importantly, this study extends their findings and demonstrates that peer mentors expressed life-time gains including significant personal and professional growth, beyond academic and identity development. This study situates those experiences within the organization itself; highlighting specific programmatic processes that positively contribute to the development of peer mentors.
Studying issues of student retention from an organizational perspective is appropriate as concepts like institutional agents and human bridges (StantonSalazar, 2001 ) influence organizational behavior, specifically the behavior of organizational agents like faculty, administrators, and staff (Berger, 2001) . When considered from this lens we see that peer mentors are active agents within the organization, both benefiting from (for example, extended social networks) and providing opportunity (as in the role of human bridges for others), thus highlighting the contributions that peer mentors make to institution retention efforts. Peer mentors who were active within the program for extended periods of time, such as the four peer mentors who had worked for a number of summers in various roles, demonstrate benefits and agency far more pronounced than those of other peer mentors. In all four cases, each student had eventually changed their career paths into student affairs and higher education; a distinction warranting further study and analysis.
Additionally, future research should include peer mentor alumni in an effort to understand the long-term influence of their role and if (and how) they have maintained the social networks initially developed during their time of employment. Doing so would allow for a social network analysis, mapping of experiences and opportunities that occurred after completing their terms as university students. Finally, additional studies should consider peer mentor retention programs for under-represented groups often overlooked in research, such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender (LGBT) students and students with disabilities. Very few studies exist which document retention strategies for these particular groups (Braxton, Brier, & Steele, 2007) , and those that do (see for example Belch (2004) which focuses on retention strategies for students with disabilities), make little mention of the benefit of and for peer mentors.
Implications
As university personnel consider organizational restructuring and budget restrictions, the outcomes of retention programs such as this one must be understood from a more comprehensive perspective. Practitioners should look beyond retention statistics of program participants and begin to understand how programs can also benefit the undergraduate students they employ. We encourage program coordinators to engage in assessment and evaluation activities that monitor and systematically report on the academic progress and success rates for both participants and the peer mentoring staff. This might include ongoing reflective responses in the form of online journals to understand peer mentors' development. It may also include formative and summative program evaluation strategies to examine peer mentors' academic and social progress. In doing so, program staff are armed with the justification needed when defending the shares of program budgets dedicated to staff, training, and development. Additionally, we encourage opportunities for para-professional development throughout the course of employment. These opportunities allow for a commitment to develop-toward the program, the students they are serving, and in their own and their peers' development. Doing so will ensure continued active participation within the larger programmatic and institutional context (Berger, 2001) .
While it is important and necessary to focus on the students who utilize peer mentoring programs, it is equally important to design program components and properly train the undergraduate students who provide services as part of the program. As we see here, the experience encourages the development of relationships and awareness of institutional support. Since opportunities to gain social capital are embedded in the social structure of the program and the university, we see an opportunity for more deliberate conversations about the important role of peer mentors since they are contributing to and benefiting from the structure of opportunity developed as part of the retention program. Therefore, we encourage practitioners and researchers alike to begin documenting these benefits and recognize the structure of opportunities that facilitate the benefits if we are to understand the complexity of student retention.
